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Abstract 
In his landmark book “Science in Action”, Bruno Latour (1987) argues convincingly that 
science is the product of socio-material entanglements in which both human and non-human 
actors play a central role, including ‘science’ itself. Following these insights, the present 
paper attempts to shed light on the sociomaterial processes that are at work during the 
development of new scents in artistic perfumery - a field that sharply contrasts with the 
commercialization and professionalization of mainstream perfumery and revitalizes the 
tradition of artistry and creativity that used to characterize the sector. 
Empirically, the paper presents qualitative data from a two-year ethnographic study of new 
scent development at Humiecki & Graef (H&G). This Cologne-based artistic perfumery label 
is known for its conceptually advanced and experimental fragrances that are built around 
complex human emotions such as ‘melancholy’ or ‘motherly pride’. During the development 
process, the work of five semi-autonomous creative actors (creative director, perfumer, 
photographer, packaging designer, writer) involves various sensemaking activities as they try 
to understand and translate the initial idea of an emotion into their respective sub-products 
(fragrance, campaign photography, packaging design and PR text).  
Theoretically, sensemaking is conceptualized as “an issue of language, talk and 
communication” (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005, p. 409). However, verbal exchanges and 
cognitive processes in collective sensemaking are intertwined with material practices 
(Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012; Cornelissen, Mantara & Vaara, forthcoming). In addition, scholars 
have highlighted the centrality of emotions for sensemaking (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010; 
Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; Cornelissen et al. forthcoming), taking further Weick’s (1995) 
notion that “sensemaking is what it says it is, namely, making something sensible“ (p. 16). In 
the case of scent-making this ‘something’ is the new scent and its visual representation in the 
making. We thus combine central arguments of Actor-Network Theory and recent 
developments in sensemaking theory by asking:  How do different actors (individually and 
collectively) make sense of scent in the process of its making? How does the sensory 
materiality and the emotional connotation of the scent influence sensemaking? How does the 
subjective and sensory perception of scent influence individual and collective sensemaking? 
Our findings suggest that collective scent-making involves moving between the cognitive and 
the visual, the image and the verbal, the smell and the sight. In other words, scent-making and 
sensemaking unfold across the senses; (visual) materiality seems to be best suited to support 
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sensemaking and the organization of scent-making; individual sensemaking (of the visual 
material) is subjective but the emotional connotation and overall ‘mood’ collectively shared.  
Overall, the paper contributes to knowledge in two areas: we add to the recent turn to 
materiality (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012) and emotionality in sensemaking (Maitlis & 
Sonenshein, 2010; Cunliffe & Coupland, 2012; Cornelissen et al. forthcoming) and put 
forward the notion of sensemaking as ‘visual organizing’; we add to research that highlights 
the active role of an evolving cultural product (Strandvad, 2011, 2012) by outlining that the 
agency is rooted in the product’s material affordances for sensemaking.  
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